Issues
Fire is an important ecological process that has helped shape western landscapes. Wildfire suppression and other management practices may have altered historic fire regimes in ecosystems adapted to frequent, low-severity fires. Compounding this problem is the encroachment of homes into fire-prone areas.
Fire affects a number of abiotic and biotic components of ecosystems, and has many economic and social ramifications. The full range of consequences, however, remains poorly understood.
To implement sound fire management, managers require improved understanding of fire effects on public lands. Although the importance of fire to ecosystem function is widely recognized, wildfire science has not been fully integrated into management actions.
An interdisciplinary approach is essential to integrate and evaluate tradeoffs among fire management policies and practices.
Approach
An Integrated Fire Science Teamincluding experts in hydrology, geology, ecology, social sciences, and remote sensing and mapping-has been formed to address the effects of wildland fire and management practices on public lands in the Rocky Mountain West. This team targets critical research needs related to fire effects, prescribed fire, non-fire treatments, and post-fire rehabilitation and restoration.
Objectives
• Expand understanding of the ecological role of fire in forested systems: Conduct basic research and develop applications on the effects of fire; link the structure and function of forested systems to historic conditions and management actions.
• Develop tools for assessment and modeling of post-fire effects: Provide maps, models, and protocols to assess fire effects such as erosion and debris flow, water quality, burn severity, post-fire landscape dynamics, and historic range of variation. flows and erosion) and (2) the effect of rehabilitation on post-fire communities and landscapes (e.g., native and non-native vegetation, wildlife, and sensitive species).
Torrential rains triggered debris flow after Storm King Mountain Fire, Colorado, 1994.
Photo courtesy Los Alamos Volunteer Task Force.
• Evaluate fire management practices: Quantify the ecological effects of wildland fires and the historic role of fire compared to prescribed fire and non-fire treatments. Focal topics include debris flow, erosion, water quality, native and non-native vegetation, avian communities, threatened and endangered species, ecological integrity, and social values and perceptions.
• Evaluate the effects and effectiveness of post-fire rehabilitation: Provide information on the ecological and economic trade-offs of post-fire management by quantifying (1) the effectiveness of post-fire rehabilitation on reducing post-fire hazards (e.g., debris
: Capabilities
The research team's capabilities include integrated scientific evaluation of direct and indirect effects of fire, expert opinion on post-fire hazards and management, and initiation of fire research programs. The research team is available for USGS incident consultation and expertise in response to wildfires.
Partners and Customers
• National Park Service 
